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On Oct. 19, Brazil's Supreme Court granted Bolivia's request for the extradition of former military
dictator Luis Garcia Meza. Garcia Meza has been a fugitive since 1989 and was convicted in absentia
for crimes committed during his 13- month rule in 1980-81. It is the first time in Latin American
history that a former ruler will serve a lengthy sentence in his own country with no possibility of
parole. According to Bolivian President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada, Garcia Meza will be returned
to Bolivia within 60 days. German Quiroga, Bolivian minister of government, said the transfer will be
carried out under the strictest security measures by a special elite police unit. Garcia Meza will serve
his sentence in the Chonchocoro maximum security prison in the Bolivian highlands, 35 kms. east
of La Paz. After what was termed the "trial of the century," Garcia Meza was given the maximum
sentence of 30 years without possibility of parole on April 21, 1993 .
Congress had voted to proceed with the trial in February 1986, but legal maneuvering stalled the
proceedings until July 1989. The trial finally ended on December 26, 1992, with Garcia Meza's
conviction in absentia on 21 counts. The crimes for which Garcia Meza was convicted included
homicide, human rights violations, embezzlement, and drug trafficking. Garcia Meza was a fugitive
at the time of his trial. He went into hiding in January 1989 after Congress ordered his arrest when a
judge found him responsible for the theft of guerrilla Ernesto "Che" Guevara's diaries. Guevara was
killed in Bolivia in 1967. Garcia Meza was finally captured in Sao Paulo, Brazil, on March 11, 1994.
During Garcia Meza's years underground, Bolivians had become increasingly skeptical of the
government's commitment to capturing and imprisoning the former dictator. There was much
speculation that he was being protected by the Bolivian military and that both the military and
important political sectors did not want him found. Political analysts surmised that Garcia Meza
could implicate many prominent politicians in crimes of corruption and abuse of power if he
were captured. However, when he was finally arrested, Bolivian authorities immediately began
extradition proceedings. During the hearings in Brazil, Garcia Meza claimed that he was a victim of
political persecution. He also claimed that the tribunal that found him guilty was biased and lacked
the authority to try him. Nevertheless, the Brazilian court voted 10 to 1 to support the extradition
request. Judge Marco Aurelio de Mello, a cousin of former Brazilian president Fernando Collor
de Mello, cast the dissenting vote. He said the Bolivian action against Garcia Meza was politically
motivated and also said he feared for the life of the former dictator if he was returned to Bolivia.
Congressional deputy Juan Del Granado, the main prosecution lawyer during Garcia Meza's trial,
said he would do everything possible to see that Garcia Meza's rights were respected as a "lesson
in democracy to someone who did not respect democracy." "We must not act out of revenge," said
del Granado, who called the extradition "an unprecedented plus for Latin American justice." Garcia
Meza took power in a bloody coup on July 17, 1980, which ousted interim president Lidia Gueiler
Tejada. The coup was carried out to prevent president-elect Hernan Siles Suazo from taking office.
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It was Bolivia's 189th coup in 154 years of independence. Garcia Meza was one of the last dictators
in the 18-year military rule before the country returned to democracy in 1982. Although he was only
in power for 13 months, most human rights observers consider his time in office as one of the most
abusive in Bolivia's history. According to the human rights organization Amnesty International,
more than 1,000 persons were killed by the military while Garcia Meza was in power.
The former dictator and his associates are also accused of having turned the country into a center
for drug trafficking and of collaborating with former Nazi officials to set up an international terrorist
organization. Because of the military's involvement in drug trafficking under Garcia Meza, both
the US and the European Community refused to recognize the regime and most foreign aid was
suspended. Garcia Meza was in turn overthrown in August 1981 by Gen. Celso Torrelio Villa.
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